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RETAIL SALES NEAR ALL-TIME HiGH 


OST real estate men are interested in retail sales for two reasons. 
M First of all, retail sales are a reliable and sensitive index to the state 

of general business. Secondly, the outlook for retail sales should be 
seriously considered when renewing most commercial leases. 


While not all retail sales are made in department stores, the city-by-city 
indexes of department store sales give accurate indications of the general strength 
of each city’s retail trade. On pages 213 through 220 we show the latest trends 
of department store sales in 80 principal cities of the United States. 


Although retail sales will remain high during the remainder of 1952, a gradual 
and rather protracted decline will probably begin some time within the next 12 
months. Moreover, the retailer is going to be caught between rising costs and 
rougher competition. Salesmanship, merchandising skill and locations are going 
to play an increasingly important part in the well-being of the individual retailer. 
The superior location, greater accessibility and higher efficiency of the more 
modern outlying stores will continue to give these stores a decided advantage. 
Many of these stores are excellent investments and are good risks on long-term 
leases. We would be more wary than ever of stores in secondary locations. 


The outlook for apparel stores is somewhat improved for the remainder of the 
year, and most stores selling nondurable consumer goods will fare better than 
those selling durable goods. The major appliance market is pretty well saturated 
except in the newer fields of television sets, clothes dryers, dishwashers and 
garbage disposal units. While these last three undoubtedly have much to recom- 
mend them, most families consider them to be definitely in the luxury class of 
home appliance. Good steady sales and merchandising efforts are going to be 
required to develop these lines. Television sales have been terrific. We wonder 
what volume would have been had not the industry had to buck the FCC and govern- 
ment restrictions on credit and materials. It’s hard to see how anybody in the 
television business can miss, once the new sets begin to come on the market 
in volume. 


If any generalization can be made regarding the outlook for different type 
stores, it would be this: Those stores that sell “family *” merchandise such as 
major appliances, automobiles, furniture and other items customarily used on a 
family basis, can expecta decline in their unit sales volume. This is because the 


211 











number of new families being formed is in a downward trend and will stay ina 
downward trend for several more years. Moreover, this type of merchandise has 
been bought in unprecedented amounts during the postwar period, and the inven- 
tories in the hands of the consumers are higher than ever before. Stores that 
sell “individual * merchandise such as food, clothing, gifts, services and other 
items used on an individual rather than a family basis, can expect more stable 
demand due to the continuing increase in population. (This subject is covered in 
more detail in the February and March 1952 Trends Bulletins. ) 


In considering investments and leases on commercial location, the business 
outlook for the particular location or the particular store must be studied more 
carefully than at any time in the past several years. -This is not because the out- 
look is suddenly more important than formerly, but because it is now more sub- 
ject to a sudden and perhaps disastrous drop. 


We have recently completed a survey of some 50 major outlying shopping dis- 
tricts in the St. Louis area. While not all data have been tabulated, vacancies 
are up significantly (above the 1947 level) in a number of these districts. Indica- 
tions are that those centers with the highest percentage of vacancy are the “ribbon ” 
developments serving the middle-income group. Vacancy in the “ribbon” devel- 
opments serving the lower-income groups is not as high, but turnover of space 
has been considerable. In the near future we will publish a complete tabulation 
and report on the results of this shopping district survey. 


NATIONAL DISPOSABLE INCOME COMPARED WITH 
NATIONAL DEPARTMENT STORE SALES 
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LOW RENTS HAVE BECOME A HABIT 


OR more than 20 years the average residential tenant has paid low rents. 
During the first half of this period the country was in the grip of the Great 


Depression. During the second half rents have been under Federal con- 
trol. 


Regardless of the reason for these low rents, millions of families have, 
through long practice, become accustomed to paying them. Furthermore, it is 
safe to say that many residential tenants have never paid an economic rental for 
So much as a single month. It is little wonder, therefore, that many tenants 
consider a subsidized rental a basic right and look to the government to enforce it. 


For this reason, we believe that simply getting rid of Federal rent control 
(if indeed we ever do) is not enough. To be sure, it is the first important step, 
but there is another step that is equally important. We must get rid of the threat 
of rent controls, because so long as that threat exists, there can be no really 
free rental housing market. Moreover, so long as the threat of seizure of pri- 
vate property exists, all of our individual freedoms, rights and privileges are 
likewise threatened. 


From another standpoint, making Federal rent controls impossible would 
undoubtedly increase the supply of housing and would improve the quality of 
present rental units. The very high level of rental housing that was erected in 
the late twenties and early thirties would not soon be duplicated, but it is safe to 
assume that a substantial number of rental units would be erected if the threat 
of controls were finally removed. Furthermore, removal of controls would 
allow landlords to charge enough rent to operate and maintain their buildings 
as they should be. It is no secret that many buildings, particularly those owned 
by small holders, have become badly run-down simply because the rents have 
not been high enough to keep the buildings in a decent state of repair. 

(cont. on page 226) 
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LOW RENTS HAVE BECOME A HABIT 
(cont. from page 221) 

On pages 222 through 225 are rent charts on 32 cities. These charts show 
the rent indexes in these cities compared with the “cost of living index,” and 
the “cost of living index minus rent.” In those cities where rents have been de- 
controlled, the rents have risen sharply. However, in no case does the rent 
level even approximate the rises that have occurred (over a longer period) in 
other cost of living items. Moreover, to obtain the true picture, the enormous 
rise in wages must also be considered. When this factor is considered, it will 
be found without exception that the rent-paying ability of wage earners has in- 
creased many times faster than has their rent level. 


In studying the recent rapid rise of the rent index in Birmingham, the unu- 
sually low level of the mid-thirties should also be noted. 











